ABSTRACT. The article examines the evolution of proposals for and debates around the establishment of a permanent international criminal court. Taking as its starting point discussions conducted in the context of the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, the article focuses on the various domestic, regional and international organizations that seriously considered the prospect of establishing a court with jurisdiction to prosecute international crimes in the inter-war and immediate post-World War II periods. Particular attention is paid to the central role played by the United Nations War Crimes Commission in this regard. In addition, the article provides an overview of recurrent themes that would re-emerge during the drafting of the Rome Statute some 50 years after the conclusion of the UNWCC's activities.
A permanent international criminal court has now been a reality for more than a decade. Debates about its establishment have been underway for nearly a century. At the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, war crimes prosecutions and establishment of a ''high tribunal'' for their prosecution were discussed at length by the Commission on Responsibilities of the Authors of War and on Enforcement of Penalties.
1 The result, formulated in article 227 of the Treaty of Versailles, was a call to establish an international court to prosecute * OC MRIA; Professor of international law, Middlesex University, London; Professor of international criminal law and human rights, Leiden University; Emeritus Professor of human rights law, National University of Ireland Galway; Editor-in-Chief of Criminal Law Forum. the German emperor, but it was to be an ad hoc institution rather than a permanent body. Dealing with what today we call the Armenian genocide, the Treaty of Se`vres was more ambitious, providing that ''[i]n the event of the League of Nations having created in sufficient time a tribunal competent to deal with the said massacres, the Allied Powers reserve to themselves the right to bring the accused persons mentioned above before such tribunal, and the Turkish Government undertakes equally to recognise such tribunal''.
In 1920, the League of Nations appointed an Advisory Committee of Jurists to make proposals for the establishment of an international court of justice. At the initiative of one of its members, Baron Descamps of Belgium, the Committee recommended the creation of a ''High Court of International Justice'' with jurisdiction to try crimes ''against international public order and the universal law of nations''. The proposal was discussed by the Council of the League and the Third Committee of the Assembly. Subsequently, the Advisory Committee declared the creation of a permanent international criminal court to be ''premature''.
2
During the inter-war period, the international criminal court project was examined by several professional organizations, notably the International Law Association, 3 the Inter-Parliamentary Union
